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Title 

System And Method For Automatically Managing 
Avail Inventory Data And Avail Pricing 

This patent application claims priority to U.S. Provisional 
Patent Application No. 60/229,156 filed on August 31, 2000, 
owned by the same assignee of the present invention and entitled 
"Method and System for Addressable and Program Independent 
Advertising," which is herein fully incorporated by reference. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to television advertising 
and, more particularly, to a system, computer code and method 
for automatically managing avail inventory data and avail 
pricing for a communications network. 

Discussion of the Related Art 

Television service providers (e.g., broadcast TV networks, 
cable TV networks) allocate a limited number of advertisement 
spots (or "avails" hereinafter) for each television channel or 
program within a certain time duration. These avails or the 
time slots in the channels (i.e., day part and channel) 
corresponding to these avails are sold to advertisers who want 
to advertise their products and/or services. 

Typically, sales representatives from the television 
service provider solicit sale of avails/time slots from media 
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agencies, business owners, or any entity interested in 
advertising (hereinafter "advertiser") . The sales 
representatives contact advertisers who might be interested in 
placing their advertisements in these time slots. To persuade 
5 the advertiser to purchase certain avails/time slots, the sales 
representatives may present to the advertiser statistical and 
geo-demographic data indicating that the viewers of the TV 
programs tied to these avails can be the advertiser's potential 
customers . 

10 Once the advertisers decide to purchase a particular avail 

or multiple avails (or time slots), the sales representatives 
report the purchase agreements back to the central office at the 
5 television service network. The details of the purchase 
2 agreements are manually entered into the main computer at the 
ft) 5 central office for billing and accounting purposes. Then the 
I?! clerks at the central office schedule the insertion of the 
^ advertisements into the avails of television programming streams 
U based on these purchase agreements. 

The advertisements of these advertisers are inserted into 
So the purchased avails of television programming streams at a head 
D end of the television service providing system, and the 

television programming streams with the inserted advertisements 
are broadcast to all subscribers of the television service 
network. Because the advertisements are tied to the specific 
25 channels and/or programs, any viewer who is tuned to the 
particular channel or program will see the inserted 
advertisements. However, the displayed advertisements may not 
draw the interests of all those viewers who are watching the 
channel since different viewers have varying interests, hobbies, 
30 backgrounds, and preferences. Therefore, this type of TV 
advertising has limited effectiveness. 
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With modern digital television service methods such as 
switched digital video (SDV) systems (in which television 
service is received over the telephone lines) via very high 
speed digital subscriber line (VDSL) which utilizes the concept 
5 of addressable set top boxes (STBs) which are coupled to the 
front end of the subscriber's television and process the data 
stream before forwarding a channel to the television, more 
personalized service is now available. For instance, two-way 
communication between the subscriber's set top box and the 
10 service provider via the network is possible. Further, the 
service provider can send different data to different 
subscribers. In telephone line based systems such as SDV, the 
5 service provider can actually send different information to any 
%1 individual subscriber. In many digital cable systems, different 
3t5 data can be sent to different groups of subscribers, e.g., 
W through addressable STBs or cable nodes serving several hundred 
Sj subscriber households. 

l± Using these modern digital television service systems, 

IK targeted TV advertising with increased effectiveness is 
hSO possible. In accordance with one targeted TV advertising 
S method, advertisements that have been prepared to interest 

particular subscribers of the television service network are 
inserted into the avails of the television programming stream 
for those particular subscribers, so that different subscribers 
2 5 of the same television program may view different advertisements 
that are particularly directed to them. PCT Patent Publication 
No. WO 99/66719 entitled "Techniques for Intelligent Video Ad 
Insertion," which is herein incorporated by reference, discloses 
at least one such scheme. Other such schemes are discussed in 
30 parent Provisional Patent Application No. 60/229,156. 
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Even in such advertising systems, however, the television 
service providers still sell and manage the avails/time slots 
through personal contact (e.g., via sales representatives) as it 
is done in conventional TV advertising systems. This 
5 conventional avail management process, unfortunately, can be 
extremely time consuming and inefficient for a number of 
reasons. For example, it requires person-to-person 
communication between the sales representatives and advertisers. 
The sales representatives must spent much time and energy in 
10 preparing their presentations so that the advertisers would be 
interested in purchasing the avails/time slots. Further, the 
sales representatives must communicate all avail purchase 
S agreements back to the central office. All this requires time 
M and energy on the part of the sales representatives. Moreover, 
Is the conventional avail management process is prone to human 
y] error because the sales representatives must communicate the 
\! details of the purchase agreements back to the central office, 

which are entered into the main computer manually. In addition, 
flj the use of the conventional process inconveniences the 
l|o advertisers because they have to adhere to the schedule of the 
O sales representative in order to purchase avails and to inquire 
into the availability and pricing of the avails. 

Accordingly, an object of the present invention is to 
provide a technique by which advertising and sale of avails can 
25 be automated to expedite the avail management process. 

Another object of the present invention is to provide a 
computerized avail management technique for use with targeted 
television advertising schemes. 

Still another object of the present invention is to provide 
30 a computer-implemented method and system for automatically 
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managing avail inventory data and avail pricing for a 
communications network such as a cable TV network. 

A further object of the present invention is to provide a 
computer program product for managing avail inventory data and 
5 determining avail prices for advertiser-preferred market 
segments . 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is a computer interface between an 
10 advertiser and a communications network operator, such as a 

cable TV network operator. In accordance with one embodiment, 
5 this interface is an avail management system for automatically 
"2 managing avail inventory data and avail pricing for the network, 
ft! The system may execute a series of computer programs to 
ftj5 interact with the advertiser and to provide various analyses to 
^ the advertiser regarding advertising opportunities with the 

network. 

ft] In accordance with one embodiment, a communications network 

!l! (e.g., a television service network such as a cable TV network) 
C20 can transmit different TV programs or advertisements to 

different subscribers or groups of subscribers on the network. 
This can be accomplished by selectively addressing set top boxes 
or cable nodes assigned to these subscribers or groups of 
subscribers. The addressable set top boxes or cables nodes are 
25 also referred to herein as addressable units. 

In accordance with one embodiment, the avail management 
system is applicable to any media program service system using 
addressable units, such as digital cable systems, switched 
digital video (SDV) systems, digital broadcast satellite (DBS) 
30 systems, the Internet, etc. 
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The avail management system may include a user interface 
device and a correlation & analysis module, all operatively 
coupled. The user interface device, such as a personal computer 
(PC), receives a user's (advertiser's) inputs and communicates 
them to the correlation & analysis module. The user interface 
device may be installed with a computer program that allows an 
advertiser to select certain segment characteristics (e.g., 
income level, gender, etc.) to define an advertiser-preferred 
market segment. The correlation & analysis module receives the 
advertiser-preferred market segment from the user interface 
device and may perform a number of different analyses, 
including, but not limited to, an analysis of available 
addressable units on the network for displaying ads, an analysis 
of available avails that correspond to the available addressable 
units, and an analysis of avail pricing for providing proposed 
prices of the avails. Through the user interface device, the 
advertiser can also select certain price-varying parameters 
(e.g., number of households in the addressable units) so as to 
receive different pricing for different avail selections. In 
addition, the avail management system performs avail purchase 
procedures so that the advertiser can purchase the avails 
through the system without any or minimal human intervention. 

Other objects and advantages of the present invention will 
be set forth in part in the description and the drawings which 
follow, and, in part, will be obvious from the description or 
may be learned by practice of the invention. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Fig. 1 is a block diagram of an avail management system 
according to a preferred embodiment of the present invention; 
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Figs. 2A and 2B are flowcharts illustrating the processing 
steps involved in a computer-implemented avail management method 
according to a preferred embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 3 is an example of a screen displaying a list of 
segment characteristics selectable by a user according to the 
present invention; 

Fig. 4 is an example of a geographical map identifying 
available addressable units according to the present invention; 
and 



DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

In the present specification, a "user" refers to an 
advertiser, an agent of an advertiser, an operator sales 
representative, a media planner, a media agency or any 
individual or entity interested in purchasing avails offered by 
media programming service networks such as broadcast TV 
networks, Internet service networks, cable TV networks, digital 
broadcast satellite TV networks, etc. 

"Addressable units" refer to units assigned to each 
subscriber or a group of subscribers of the media programming 
service networks, which are selectively addressable by the 
programming service network. The addressable units may include, 
but are not limited to, individually addressable set top boxes 
(STBs) or addressable nodes on the network corresponding to a 
plurality of subscriber households. In certain types of known 
television service systems such as switched digital video (SDV) , 
which is delivered over the phone lines, each subscriber 
household is individually addressable. Accordingly, each 
individual subscriber household comprises an addressable unit. 
In other known television service systems such as most present 
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digital cable television communication networks, addressability 
resolution exists only down to the network node level. 
Typically, each network node services several hundred 
households . 

Now, referring to the drawings, a preferred embodiment of 
the present invention will be described. Fig. 1 shows a block 
diagram of an avail management system according to a preferred 
embodiment of the present invention. This system or a portion 
thereof may reside at the side of any media programming service 
network (e.g., a cable TV network) having addressable units 
discussed above. For example, this system or a portion thereof 
may reside at the head end (i.e., central office) of modern 
television service networks, e.g., VDSL, digital cable, DBS, or 
SDV networks. Parent Provisional Application No. 60/229,156 
describes in detail some modern television service networks 
using addressable units, including the above-identified types of 
networks . 

As shown in Fig. 1, the avail management system 100 
includes a correlation & analysis module 10, a plurality of 
databases 21-25, and a user interface device 30, all operatively 
coupled. 

The user interface device 30 functions as an interface 
between the correlation & analysis module 10 and the user. It 
receives user's inputs, and processes and directs the received 
inputs to the correlation & analysis module 10. It also 
receives any outputs from the correlation & analysis module 10 
and communicates the received outputs to the user via a display 
device. The user interface device 30 may be a computer such as 
a PC, a lap top, a handheld, etc., which may include a display 
device capable of displaying graphics and text, an input device 
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such as a keyboard, a mouse, and/or an optical pen, a CPU 
(central processing unit) for executing computer programs, and a 
memory for storing data therein. The user interface 30 may 
communicate with the correlation & analysis module 10 over a 
communications network such as the Internet, an intranet, etc. 

The correlation & analysis module 10 receives a user's 
inputs from the user interface device 30, and processes them. 
The correlation & analysis module 10 includes computer software 
for executing various algorithms using data stored in the 
databases 21-25 and user inputs. These algorithms include, but 
are not limited to, correlation algorithms for correlating 
different data (e.g., user's input data with stored data), 
optimization algorithms for finding solutions to optimization 
problems, and pricing algorithms for determining prices given 
various parameters and/or restrictions. Such algorithms are 
well known in the art and can be implemented using computer 
programs . 

The correlation & analysis module 10 can output the results 
of the execution of these algorithms to the user interface 
device 30 for display to the user. These results can be 
displayed in a variety of different ways, e.g., in graphs, 
charts, texts, drawings, maps, tables or any combination 
thereof. The correlation & analysis module 10 can also update 
or store new data in the databases 21-25. 

In accordance with one embodiment, the first database 21 
may store data pertaining to all addressable units (e.g., STBs 
or cable nodes) of the television service provider. 

The addressable unit data may include, but are not limited 
to, names and addresses of subscribers corresponding to the 
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addressable units, billing and subscription information for the 
subscribers, etc. 

The second database 22 may store geo-demographic data 
identifying geo-demographic characteristics of each household, 
neighborhood or group of neighborhoods in the network territory. 

These characteristics may include, but are not limited to, 
average income, average age, dominant race, etc. Currently, 
several marketing firms provide such geo-demographic data. For 
example, Claritas Inc. has a database of different neighborhoods 
or groups of neighborhoods in the country with identified geo- 
demographic characteristics, which is searchable by using zip 
code + 4 identifiers. In the Claritas system, the 
probabilistic geo-demographic characteristics of any individual 
residing in the country can be identified by entering the zip 
code + 4 information found in the mailing address of the 
individual . 

The third database 23 may store TV program viewership data 
identifying the types or names of TV programs that people in 
each neighborhood or groups of neighborhoods in the country tend 
to watch. Marketing firms and other research companies provide 
such data. For example, the Claritas system can identify the 
types or names of TV programs that individuals in certain 
neighborhoods tend to watch. The TV program viewership data may 
further identify other program data, such as the average viewing 
time for each program in these neighborhoods. In accordance 
with one embodiment, the program viewership data may be 
identified using zip code + 4 identifiers. 

The fourth database 24 may store avail inventory data 
identifying a list of avails designated by the network. The 
avail inventory data may identify the duration of each of the 
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avails, general or specific presentation time for the avails, 
channels or programs which may be associated with the avails, 
purchase status of the avails, etc. The avail inventory data 
may further identify the names, addresses, and other information 
5 directed to the purchasers of the avails, details of the avail 
purchase agreements, etc. 

The fifth database 25 may store therein pricing data usable 
in determining different prices for avails. In one embodiment, 
the pricing data are set by the programming service network in 
10 advance. In another embodiment, the pricing data may be 

systematically updated depending on interest rates, time of year 
(e.g., different rates for holidays), etc. The pricing data may 
3 include, but are not limited to, a list of base prices for 

different avails, and price adjustment data for adjusting the 
|||5 base prices in view of price varying factors, such as the 
i\ duration of the avails, presentation time for the avails, 
^ channel and/or program associated with the avails, etc. In 
U accordance with one embodiment, the base prices for the avails 

may be adjusted (e.g., discounted or increased) in view of 
h£0 certain factors, such as a total number of avails being 
S purchased by the user, the size of available addressable units 
selected by the user, correlation index for the selected avails 
and available addressable units, application of avail discounts, 
etc. In one application, the pricing adjusting data may include 
25 a list of amounts in dollars, which may be subtracted or added 

to the selected base price in view of the price varying factors. 

It should be understood by those of skill in the art that 
the data and information stored in the databases 21-25 may be 
combined in a variety of ways so that one or more databases can 
30 store such data therein. For example, the addressable unit data 
stored in the first database 21 may be correlated with the geo- 
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demographic data stored in the second database 22 such that one 
database stores therein addressable unit data associated with 
the geo-demographic data. 

Figs. 2A and 2B are flowcharts illustrating the processing 
steps involved in a computer-implemented avail management method 
according to a preferred embodiment of the present invention. 
The processing steps shown in Figs. 2A and 2B may be implemented 
in the system shown in Fig. 1, and may be performed by executing 
computer programs in the correlation & analysis module 10 and/or 
user interface device 30. 

In accordance with the preferred embodiment of the present 
method, if the user is interested in analyses of market segment, 
avail inventory and avail pricing, the user can approach the 
user interface device 30 and receive complete analyses of the 
user's preferred market segment, availability of avails, and 
avail pricing adjusted to fit the needs of the user. The user 
can also purchase avails through the user interface device 30. 

As shown in Fig. 2A, in Step S10, when the user approaches 
the user interface device 30, a screen or computer page for 
defining the user-preferred market segment is presented on a 
display device, such as a monitor of the user interface device 
30. The monitor may display a screen listing a number of 
different segment characteristics from which the user can select 
using an input device (e.g., a mouse, an optical pen, a 
keyboard) of the user interface device 30. The segment 
characteristics may include, but are not limited to, age, 
gender, income range, occupation type, household size, 
race/ethnic background, and/or marital/children status. 

The user selects appropriate segment characteristics from 
the computer screen to form his or her preferred market segment. 
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The user may rely on consumer survey data or other behavioral 
data in identifying the segment characteristics which best 
reflect the characteristics of the likely buyers of the 
advertised products or services. 

In Step S12, the market segment characteristics selected by 
the user are transferred from the user interface device 30 to 
the correlation & analysis module 10. 

In Step S14, the correlation & analysis module 10 
correlates the received segment characteristics with the 
addressable unit data stored in the first database 21 using the 
geo-demographic data stored in the second database 22, and 
identifies those addressable units with the segment 
characteristics selected by the user. This may be accomplished 
as follows. The correlation & analysis module 10 may execute 
correlation programs which search the second database 22 for 
neighborhoods or groups of neighborhoods manifesting the segment 
characteristics selected by the user. The search results may 
indicate a list of neighborhoods or groups of neighborhoods with 
correlation indexes indicating the strength of these 
correlations. As discussed above, these neighborhoods or groups 
thereof may be identified by zip code + 4 data. Then, the zip 
code + 4 data of all addressable units in the network, which are 
stored in the first database 21, are compared with those of the 
identified neighborhoods or groups thereof to find addressable 
units in the network which have the segment characteristics 
selected by the user. 

In Step S16, a determination is made whether or not the 
identified addressable units or any portion thereof is actually 
available for addressing by the user. There may exist several 
reasons why the television service network may not want to allow 
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all identified addressable units to be available to the user. 
One reason may be to distribute or share "highly desirable" 
avails among a maximum number of advertisers so as to satisfy as 
many advertisers as possible. "Highly desirable" avails are 
avails highly sought by the advertisers because they have a 
higher return, e.g., due to a high number of viewers or high 
income viewers associated with such avails. For instance, 
avails for showing during the Monday Night Football may be more 
valuable and sought after by the advertisers than avails for 
showing during the Jerry Springer Show, because more people and 
perhaps, higher income people, watch the Monday Night Football 
than the Jerry Springer show. Furthermore, the sharing of 
"highly desirable 7 ' avails may be an efficient way to allocate 
limited avails with a return of maximum profit. Thus, it can 
benefit both the advertisers and the television service 
provider . 

The television service provider may set certain criteria 
for determining whether each of the identified addressable units 
should be made available to the user. For example, criteria can 
be set such that only a certain percentage of the identified 
addressable units may become available to each user. This 
percentage may vary depending on the market segment 
characteristics selected by the user. For instance, some 
advertisers (users) prefer to broadcast their advertisements to 
viewers who have high income. Therefore, if the user has 
selected as part of the segment characteristics the income 
greater than $50K/yr, only a certain percentage (e.g., 10%) of 
the identified addressable units with incomes over $50K/yr may 
become available to each such user so that different users can 
address at least a portion of those addressable units assigned 
with income greater than $50K/yr. On the other hand, if the 
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user has selected a less desirable segment among advertisers in 
general, e.g., subscribers with an income below $30K/yr as part 
of the user's segment characteristics, a higher percentage 
(e.g., 30%) of the identified addressable units may become 
available to each such user. 

In accordance with one embodiment, this scheme may be 
implemented by programming the module 10 to allow only a certain 
percentage of the identified addressable units to become 
available to each user. This percentage may be changed based on 
the purchase status of the avails. For example, a high 
percentage number may be assigned if the presentation time of 
the avail is near and the avail has not been sold. For 
instance, the system may make available 100% of the remaining 
identified addressable units to the user if only several days 
remain until the presentation time of the avail in question. 

If, in Step S16, a determination is made that none of the 
identified addressable units are available to the user, a report 
is generated by the correlation & analysis module 10 indicating 
the unavailability of the addressable units, i.e., the market 
segment selected by the user, in Step S18. This report may be a 
text report displayed to the user on the display device of the 
user interface device 30. In view of the unavailability of the 
currently selected market segment, the user is asked if he or 
she wishes to select a different market segment in Step S20. 
This may be accomplished by displaying a query text to the user 
on the display device of the user interface device 30. If the 
user wishes to select a new segment, the user may respond to the 
query text (e.g., by clicking a "yes" box) and the process 
returns to Step S10 wherein the screen for selecting the market 
segment characteristics is displayed. Otherwise, the user may 
click a "no" box or the like, and end the process. 
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On the other hand, in Step S16, if the correlation & 
analysis module 10 indicates that at least a portion of the 
identified addressable units can be made available to the user, 
then the correlation & analysis module 10 may display a 
geographical map showing the locations of the available 
addressable units on the display device of the user interface 
device 30 in Step S22. In alternative embodiments, the 
identified available addressable units can be communicated to 
the user in a variety of different ways, e.g., by generating 
audio sounds through the user interface device 30. 

In Step S24, the user may have an option of proceeding with 
an avail analysis for analyzing availability of avails in the 
avail inventory. This option may be displayed on the display 
device of the user interface device 30 for the user's selection. 
If the user does not wish to proceed with the avail analysis 
(which may be indicated by clicking a "no" button on the display 
device, for example), the process proceeds to Step S20 and 
subsequent steps discussed above, wherein the user has the 
option of selecting a different market segment. 

If, in Step S24, the user wishes to proceed with the avail 
analysis (which may be indicated by clicking a "yes" or "avail 
analysis" button on the display device, for example) , then the 
process proceeds to Step S26 shown in Fig. 2B. In Step S26, the 
correlation & analysis module 10 correlates the available 
addressable unit with the avail inventory data stored in the 
fourth database 24 using the TV program viewership data stored 
in the third database 23, to identify a list of available avails 
for the user's selected market segment. This correlation may 
involve executing optimization programs to select the most 
appropriate avails in view of the selected market segment 
characteristics and available addressable units. 
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In accordance with one embodiment, Step S26 may be 
implemented as follows. The correlation & analysis module 10 
may search the third database 23 for the names or types of TV 
programs that the viewers associated with the available 
addressable units tend to watch. Since both the addressable 
units and the TV program viewing habits can be identifiable by 
zip code + 4 identifiers, the module 10 may look for TV programs 
associated with the zip code + 4 of the available addressable 
units, to identify the names or types of TV programs that the 
viewers at the available addressable units tend to watch. 
Unpurchased avails associated with the identified subscribers or 
subscriber groups (e.g., nodes) and/or types of TV programs are 
considered available avails for the identified available 
addressable units. 

In Step S27, if none of the avails are available (e.g., 
they are all sold or other restrictions are applied) , the method 
proceeds to Step S18 for reporting unavailability of the 
selected market segment and to subsequent steps as discussed 
above. On the other hand, if at least minimum number of avails 
is available for advertising, in Step S28, the identified 
available avails are displayed to the user. For example, a list 
of avails and avail descriptions (e.g., length of avail, channel 
associated with the avail, and presentation time of avail) 
associated with the avails may be shown on the display device of 
the user interface device 30. In accordance with one 
embodiment, other information associated with the avails, such 
as a base price for each of the available avails, may be 
displayed on the display device. The base price for each avail 
may be stored in the fifth database 25 and can be output to the 
user without performing avail pricing analysis discussed below. 
In accordance with another embodiment, a display of any pricing 
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information may occur after or as part of the avail pricing 
analysis at a later step. 

In Step S30, if the user desires avail pricing analysis, 
the method proceeds to Step S32. The user can communicate this 
desire by a number of different ways, e.g., by clicking or 
touching any button on the computer screen designated for 
running avail pricing analysis, or by speaking the command 
sounds. If the user does not desire avail pricing analysis 
(which may be indicated, e.g., by clicking a "no" button for 
avail pricing analysis), the process returns to Step S20 and 
subsequent steps, wherein the user is requested to select a 
different market segment. 

In Step S32, the user may select parameters which determine 
or vary the price of the available avails. Such parameters are 
referred to herein as "price-setting" parameters, and may 
include, but are not limited to, the size or a number of 
available avails selected by the user, the size or a number of 
available addressable units selected by the user, frequency of 
ad presentation selected by the user, etc. That is, in 
accordance with one embodiment, the user does not need to 
purchase all the identified available avails, but may have an 
option of selecting a subset of the identified available avails. 

For example, the user may select only a few avails which are 
tied to specific programs or channels, presentation time, etc. 
Similarly, the user may not want to address all the identified 
available addressable units for displaying ads, and has an 
option of selecting a subset of the identified available 
addressable units. In one embodiment, the user may select a 
random number of the identified available avails from the entire 
list, or may select those of the identified available avails 
corresponding to a particular geographical region or area. The 
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prices for the avails may vary depending on these selections. 
In accordance with one embodiment, the display device of the 
user interface device 30 may show a screen with a list of the 
price-setting parameters. The user may select one or more of 
the shown parameters, or type in the desired price-setting 
parameters, which are then communicated back to the correlation 
& analysis module 10. 

In Step S32, a price determining program, which may reside 
in the correlation & analysis module 10, is executed by the 
module 10. Various types of price determining computer programs 
are well known in the art, and can be used herein as long as 
they are modified in accordance with the application of the 
present invention. Such modifications would be apparent to one 
skilled in the field of software programming. 

In accordance with one embodiment, the price determining 
program determines the price of the available avails in view of 
the user selections made in Step S32 and other price determining 
factors, e.g., size of subscriber audience selected by user, 
nature of demographic traits selected by user (e.g., premium or 
highly sought-after demographics such as high income versus less 
desirable demographics), correlation indexes indicating the 
strengths of correlations, frequency of purchases by the 
advertiser, application of promotional discounts, scheduled 
presentation time or day part for the avails selected by the 
user (e.g., higher price for evening ads than early morning 
ads), programming network, status of remaining avail inventory, 
etc. A list of different prices or price adjustment data 
associated with the selections of the price-setting parameters 
and the other price determining factors, may be stored in and 
provided by the fifth database 25. 
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In accordance with one embodiment, the price determining 
program may be configured to consider all the factors that can 
vary the avail price, including the price-setting parameters. 
These factors may be identified by the programming service 
5 provider in advance, and may be written into the price 

determining program by a programmer. The price determining 
program then calculates the price of the selected avails in view 
of these factors using the pricing data stored in the fifth 
database 25, and may output the results to the user on the 
10 display device of the user interface device 30. In one 

embodiment, the results of the pricing analysis may be overlaid 
on the geographical map of the available addressable units 
H discussed in Step S22. In another embodiment, the results of 
J{ the pricing analysis may be displayed along with this 
415 geographical map in one page. It should be understood that 
% there exist numerous different ways and techniques to display 
K the results of the pricing analysis, which may occur with or 
~* without the display of previous correlation results. 

m In Step S36, if the user wishes to modify any of the price- 

!|0 setting parameters (e.g., the user wants to select more avails), 
O then the method returns to Step S32 and subsequent steps, 

wherein the user can select different price-setting parameters 
and receive pricing analysis based on the selected parameters. 
In one embodiment, the user can change the price-setting 
25 parameters as many times as desired. If, in Step S36, the user 
does not wish to change the currently selected price-setting 
parameters, then in Step S38 the user has an option of 
purchasing the selected avails based on the parameters and the 
price (s) identified in step S34. If the user does not want to 
30 purchase the identified avails in Step 38, then the method 
returns to Step S20 and subsequent steps discussed above, 
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wherein the user can select a different market segment. If, 
however, the user wants to purchase the identified avails in 
Step S38, then in Step S40 the user can communicate the purchase 
decision to the user interface device 30, e.g., by clicking or 
touching a button designated for executing purchase procedures. 

The user interface device 30 communicates this purchase 
decision back to the correlation & analysis module 10 which in 
turn performs the purchase procedures. The purchase procedures 
may include, but are not limited to, receiving payment 
information (e.g., name & address of the purchaser, account 
number, credit information, etc.) from the user through the user 
interface device 30, processing the payment information (e.g., 
obtaining authorization from a credit card company or an 
authentication agency) , and communicating this process to the 
user (e.g., displaying a payment confirmation page or an error 
message) . In one embodiment, on-line purchase procedures that 
are well known in the art may be used herein. 

One skilled in the art would readily appreciate that 
certain variations or changes in the order of execution of the 
processing steps shown in Figs. 2A and 2B are possible as part 
of the invention. For example, instead of selecting the market 
segment and then correlating available addressable units with 
avail inventory to identify available avails, the user may have 
an option of first selecting TV programs, program types, 
channels, time slots (day part and channel) or any combination 
thereof, and then selecting the market segment, which can be 
correlated with the previous selections. 

Furthermore, different parts of the system or databases may 
be available to different users such that, if desired, only a 
portion of the system or analyses may be accessible to a certain 
user. For example, avail pricing and avail inventory database 
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and/or analyses may be available only to network sales 
representatives and not to the advertisers. 

Fig. 3 shows one example of a screen displaying a list of 
market segment characteristics selectable by the user for 
5 defining his or her market segment, as discussed in Step S10 of 
Fig. 2A. As shown in Fig. 3, the screen may identify different 
age brackets, gender/sex, children status, income brackets, 
occupation, household size, martial status, and race/ethnic 
background. Other segment characteristics or a different 
10 combination of the characteristics shown in Fig. 3 can be 
included in the screen. 

Fig. 4 shows one example of a screen displaying a 
S geographical map of the available addressable units, as 
2 discussed in Step S22 of Fig. 2A. As shown in Fig. 4, the map 
015 may identify the regions wherein those available subscribers or 
m groups of available subscribers (i.e., addressable units) having 
^ the user-selected segment characteristics reside. This map may 
jU be modified to show different aspects of the available 
LH addressable units or to highlight different aspects of the 
h§0 geography. For example, by clicking different boxes or input 
n areas 40 shown on the screen, the user can zoom in and out of 

the map, and may view the county boundaries, latitude/longitude 
lines, roads, matching available subscribers data, or matching 
available nodes of subscribers. 

25 The present invention provides a system, computer code and 

method by which the advertisers can (1) define advertiser- 
preferred market segment, (2) receive analyses of the market 
segment, avail inventory, and avail pricing, and (3) purchase 
avails, through an interaction with a user interface device such 

30 as a PC. The present invention is applicable to any system or 
network that offers sale of avails. For example, the present 
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invention may be used in conjunction with a queue-based 
advertisement insertion system which is the subject matter of 
related co-pending application, U.S. Serial No. 09/712,790, 
filed on Novemebr 14, 2000, (entitled "Queue Based Advertisement 
Scheduling And Sales", invented by Charles A. Eldering and 
Gregory Flickinger and owned by the same assignee of the present 
invention, which is herein fully incorporated by reference. In 
this related application, modern television service systems, 
including, e.g., SDV, DBS, digital cable, or VDSL systems, are 
configured to perform ad selection and ad insertion at the 
individual subscriber's device, such as a STB, such that 
designated ads are inserted into the avails of the 
channel/program that the subscriber is currently watching, no 
matter what the channel or program may be. Ads are no longer 
linked to any particular advertisement spot in any particular 
program. Therefore, a virtual roadblock can be set up whereby 
the subscriber will receive the designated ads in the designated 
order as avails occur in whatever programming he or she is 
viewing, regardless of the channel, program or time of day. By 
applying the present invention in such systems, a highly more 
effective and automated targeted advertising system arises, 
which enhances the entire advertising process from the point of 
sale of avails to the display of ads to the subscribers. 

Moreover, the present invention may be used in conjunction 
with any other types of network systems. For example, the 
present invention may be used in conjunction with an 
advertisement insertion system such as disclosed in 
aforementioned PCT Patent Publication No. WO 99/66719 entitled 
"Techniques for Intelligent Video Ad Insertion." 

Accordingly, the present invention allows computer- 
management and sale of avails for a television programming 
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service network or the like. It provides tools by which any 
advertiser can quickly assess avail availability and avail 
pricing for advertising to individuals in the advertiser- 
preferred market segment. Further, it expedites the avail sale 
and scheduling process, which conveniences the advertisers. As 
a result, the present invention provides a more effective avail 
management system and method that is useful and beneficial to 
both advertisers and TV programming service networks. 

Having thus described a few particular embodiments of the 
invention, various alterations, modifications, and improvements 
will readily occur to those skilled in the art. Such 
alterations, modifications and improvements as are made obvious 
by this disclosure are intended to be part of this description 
though not expressly stated herein, and are intended to be 
within the spirit and scope of the invention. Accordingly, the 
foregoing description is by way of example only, and not 
limiting. The invention is limited only as defined in the 
following claims and equivalents thereto. 
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